Effects of morphine on the phenotypic expression of cell surface markers on murine lymphocytes.
There is a growing literature indicating that opioid abuse by human addicts and opioid administration to animals have profound effects on the immune system. In the present study, implantation of morphine pellets in mice was associated with reduced phenotypic expression of the cell surface antigens specific to T-lymphocytes and to helper and cytotoxic/suppressor T-lymphocyte subtypes. The effect of morphine, as measured by flow cytometry using monoclonal antibodies specific for antigens expressed by these cells, was dose-dependent. The decrease in expression of antigens was apparent as early as 24 h after morphine pellet implantation and continued for 3 days. In addition, a time-dependent increase in the expression of these antigens was observed in placebo- and morphine-treated mice, suggesting that the pellets had a small antigenic effect. However, at all times studied, morphine-treated mice had fewer cells expressing the antigens than placebo-treated mice. Our results provide additional evidence that the use of opioids by IV drug abusers compromises their immune function.